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A Furman family embraces the challenges and makes the most of life in the Foreign Service. 
By Jim Stewart 
They've spent the vast majority of their married life 
overseas, most of that time as Foreign Service Officers. 
They've lived all over - Brussels, London, Salvador 
da Bahia, Brasilia, Moscow, Athens, The Hague - with 
their assignments in each post lasting from two to four years. 
Their oldest daughter was born in the United Kingdom; 
her sisters came along in Brazil and Finland, respectively. 
They've traveled extensively and been firsthand witnesses 
to major international events: the end of military rule 
in Brazil ( 1 985), the collapse of the Soviet Union ( 1 99 1), 
the rebuilding of war-torn Afghanistan (2003-04). 
And they have deep Furman roots. Along with patriarch 
Robert Wood '73, "they" are Cindy (Digby) '76 and daughters 
Lauren '05, Sarah '07 and Jesse ' 14. Throw in assorted 
parents, siblings, uncles and cousins on both sides who 
attended Furman, and this family's blood truly runs purple. 
Today they're based in Arlington, Va., and making the 
transition to a new phase in their lives. Robert retired in 
2004 after a year in Afghanistan and 22 years total in the 
Foreign Service. Cindy currently works for the Board of 
Examiners in the Department of State's Bureau of Human 
Resources, administering oral exams to Foreign Service 
Officer candidates. She plans to follow her husband's lead 
this spring, when she completes 20 years of service. 
The Woods' story is just one of many that can be told 
about Furman graduates who have enjoyed lengthy, pro­
ductive careers with the Foreign Service. And university 
officials say the number of students hoping to pursue 
careers in international diplomacy is growing. Cindy has 
even come to Furman to recruit for the State Department, 
knowing that she would find candidates who are bright, 
enthusiastic, well-rounded, well-read and eager for a chance 
to see the world and help others do the same. 
Just as she and her husband were, back in the day. 
Robert, a history major at Furman, and Cindy, who 
majored in English, married in 1976 and began their careers 
abroad a year later, when they landed teaching positions 
at an international school in Belgium. There they remained 
until Robert joined the Foreign Service in 1 982, after deter­
mining that the State Department's "career package" offered 
a better mix of excitement, opportunity and job security. 
Their first posting was in London, where Lauren was 
born. In 1 984 they moved to Brazil, where Sarah arrived 
- and where, in 1986, Cindy joined her husband in the dip­
lomatic corps. In 1988 they returned to Washington, D.C., 
where they remained for three years, with Robert working 
for the Assistant Secretary for Intelligence and Research 
and Cindy for the Overseas Citizens Emergency Center. 
Then, when Lauren was 7 and Sarah almost 6, they 
hit the road again - first to Moscow for two years (during 
which time Jesse was born), then on to Athens and The 
Hague, each four-year assignments. They returned to the 
States in 2001 ,  in time for Lauren to start Furman. They've 
remained here since, with the exception of Robert's year 
in Afghanistan. 
"We always wanted to learn about the world firsthand, 
to study different languages, to visit new and interesting 
places," says Robert of their decision to pursue international 
careers. "And we wanted our children to have the same 
opportunities." 
The plan worked out better than they could have hoped. 
As Cindy says, "The embassies and the State Department in 
general are very family friendly, which is good because if 
your family isn't happy, you'll have trouble doing a good job. 
"We were fortunate to have great assignments, both in 
terms of our work and our family. The international schools 
our children attended were of high quality and were typically 
less than one half American, so wherever we were we met 
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people from all over the globe." And because the girls were 
athletic, the schools provided an outlet for additional travel, 
as their teams would often visit other countries to compete. 
Their parents clearly loved the work. Robert's skills 
lent themselves to positions in management, administration 
and planning; Cindy usually dealt directly with the public, 
managing crises and providing assistance and counsel 
to American citizens overseas. 
The family thrived on the lifestyle, as Lauren and 
Sarah readily attest. Says Lauren, who majored in history 
at Furman and is working this year in the James B. Duke 
Library, "The moving never bothered us; you just had to 
be ready to go. The traveling we did helped us develop 
a sense of independence that we probably wouldn't have 
gotten otherwise. 
"Big cities don't faze us. We're used to public transpor­
tation and we aren't dependent on our parents to help us 
get around. Plus, living in different places and seeing 
different cultures shaped all of us in terms of tolerance 
for other people and cultures. I just feel really lucky that 
we were able to take advantage of so many opportunities 
to travel and meet new people." 
Sarah, who has designed her own major in applied 
linguistics and is interested in teaching overseas after 
she graduates in 2007, credits her love for languages to 
her experiences abroad. She echoes her sister's comments 
when she says, "We're pretty good at adapting to change, 
and I think our experiences have helped us understand how 
small the world really is and how different cultures relate." 
While all the family's assignments had their highs 
and lows, some offered more excitement than others. 
Take Moscow. It's August 1991 .  The Woods have just 
arrived to begin work in the American Embassy. Monday 
morning, they wake up bright and early, look out the window 
- and come face-to-face with the August Putsch, when 
hard-line Communist leaders attempted to oust President 
Mikhail Gorbachev. 
Robert says, "Lauren and Sarah went from drawin� 
pictures of the Kremlin domes to drawing tanks in the street." 
Although the family's first days in Moscow were 
unsettling, the situation outside the embassy eased fairly 
quickly, as the coup attempt collapsed within three days. 
But it also foreshadowed the fall of the Communist Party 
and the dissolution of the Soviet Union a few months later. 
With the end of the old regime and the introduction 
of a new government came a big increase in workload for 
the U.S. Embassy staff. While dealing with the uncertain­
ties resulting from sudden changes in governmental pro­
cedures and bureaucratic requirements, embassy personnel 
also faced a tremendous influx of travelers into and out 
of the city. 
Everyone, it seemed, wanted to visit the new Moscow. 
For a time the work was exhausting, especially for Cindy, 
who was initially based in the embassy's visa division and 
later was staff aide to the ambassador. 
But perhaps no assignment was as intense as Robert's 
last one, in Afghanistan. 
He had initially intended to retire in 2002, once he'd 
completed 20 years in the Foreign Service. But the events 
of September 1 1 , 2001 ,  altered his plans. 
Cindy was actually on a plane that morning, heading 
from Washington to the West Coast on a State Department 
recruiting trip. "By 10 o'clock everyone knew there were 
at least four planes out there with hijackers," says Robert, 
remembering the agonizing minutes of waiting and wonder­
ing if any other flights were targeted. Cindy finally called 
about 1 1 :30, saying her plane had been diverted to Wichita. 
After that day, Robert says, he knew he wanted to 
contribute more to the fight against terrorism. 
His chance came in the summer of 2003, but this time 
he would not have his family along. He volunteered to work 
at the American Embassy in Kabul - joining what he calls 
the "second shift" in the country's reconstruction. While 
living on the embassy grounds in a "hooch" - essentially 
a glorified shipping container - he worked, he says, 
as a "counselor for management. I was in charge of money, 
people and things." 
Just a few months after his arrival, the civil and military 
leadership joined forces in a unified effort to rebuild 
the country and set daily policy. Their base was the 
American Embassy, which was being restored and 
enlarged. It is unusual, Robert says, for civilian and 
military officials to collaborate so closely, but with the 
country still unstable and the threats to security still quite 
real, the joint effort was essential. 
In addition, because there had been no American presence 
in Afghanistan from 1 989 until late 2001 ,  re-establishing 
trust with the Afghan people was a vital component of their 
mission. For Robert, the team effort was a highlight of his 
career: "This great professional community came together 
for a common purpose. It was extremely rewarding." 
One of his main tasks was to assist in developing 
a series of outposts, called Provincial Reconstruction Teams. 
They provided a lifeline to returning Afghan citizens and 
to the people in more isolated rural areas. 
Robert says, "Most of the people I met welcomed the 
opportunity to work with us. They held no grudge against 
Americans." And he encountered bright young Afghans 
whose business and language skills proved to be valuable 
resources in the rebuilding effort. 
Still, although the Taliban had been overthrown, the 
country was very much at war. The embassy was under 
heavy security and an element of danger was always present, 
although Robert jokes that his primary safety concerns 
were with the mess hall food and with "Marines cleaning 
their weapons." 
He came under fire twice - in December 2003, when 
a rocket attack forced him to take cover in a bunker, and 
the following June, when a missile struck nearby. When 
his assignment ended shortly thereafter, he returned home 
- and followed through on his earlier plan to retire. Given 
the intensity of his work in Afghanistan, he says, "It's been 
good to go slow for a while." 
Throughout their years abroad, the Woods maintained 
ties to Furman and to upstate South Carolina. Both their 
families are from the area, so they would often visit while 
on leave. They're even talking about retiring on family 
property in Pickens County. They have remained friends 
with a number of Furman professors, especially those 
who have been involved in study abroad programs. 
Indeed, twice during their tours overseas the Woods 
hosted Furman study/travel groups, in Moscow in the 
winter of 1 993 and at The Hague in 1 999. Cindy recalls 
how the Moscow group "was especially appreciative of 
our chili, cornbread and chocolate chip cookies. They'd 
apparently been on the road a while !"  
Aside from the hospitality, the students no doubt also 
benefited from talking with a couple who exude such a clear 
sense of dedication and professional commitment toward 
their public service. 
The Foreign Service employs all types: political 
analysts, economists, managers, social workers.  But no 
matter the job, both Robert and Cindy emphasize that their 
guiding principle was to absorb the language, values and 
culture of the country where they were stationed, and to use 
what they learned to serve the public good, advance the 
interests of the United States, and help to shape a freer 
and more secure world. 
"You can't be political overseas," says Cindy, pointing 
out that she and Robert have served under four presidents. 
"The president is our boss; you support the party line. 
Sometimes you may see big shifts in American policy 
and direction, but the work remains essentially the same. 
And wherever you are, you serve as the [American] 
government's eyes and ears." 
Robert adds a telling corollary: "The central lesson 
I have learned is that the heart of diplomatic work is l istening. 
We all need to listen more and talk less, so that when 
necessary, we are able to influence a situation -
and be that much more effective." 
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